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Introduction
Maria Mossakowska-Gaubert

This volume presents the results of a workshop, which took
place on 24 November 2017 at the Centre for Textile Research (CTR), University of Copenhagen. The event was organised within the framework of the MONTEX project1—a
Marie Skłodowska-Curie individual fellowship conducted
by Maria Mossakowska-Gaubert in collaboration with the
Contextes et Mobiliers programme of the French Institute
for Oriental Archaeology in Cairo (IFAO), and with support
from the Institut français du Danemark and the Alexander
von Humboldt Foundation.
Bringing together archaeologists, historians, philologists and papyrologists, this work compares different
points of view on raw materials, looms, the technology of
weaving and dyeing, as well as the organisation of textile
production in Egypt in the Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine periods. It also involves an attempt to identify a
“word” with an “object”. Indeed, when an “archaeological
object” is mentioned, what first comes to mind are its form,
the way it is produced and decorated, and lastly the way in
which it is used. It is quite unusual for archaeological publications to ask what the object was called. Meanwhile, both
literary and documentary texts offer an exceptional abundance of words defining such items. However, the lexicographical interpretation of the terms proposed in dictionaries does not always correspond with the chronological,
geographical, or technological realities that determined the
production and usage of the investigated artefacts.

In order to provide answers to some of these issues, the
present volume includes new material from excavations
with innovative interpretations, recent studies on material from collections, experimental dyeing and weaving investigations, presentations of iconographical material, as
well as historical and sociological studies based on papyrological documentation and literary texts. It also contains
lexicographical research into Greek and Coptic vocabulary.
The subject of the provision of raw materials leads
to questions regarding flax growing (Isabelle Marthot-
Santaniello). The cultivation of flax was without any doubt
widespread in Egypt throughout antiquity, but compared
to wheat or barley, there are very few records in documentary texts of flax being grown.
An identification of weaving looms needing a special
pit in which to set them (Johanna Sigl), a discussion of an
overlooked image of a specific kind of loom on a painted
tunic from Saqqara, as well as an enquiry into the varied
Greek vocabulary concerning looms and specialised weavers (Maria Mossakowska-Gaubert) all reflect technological developments and innovations in the domain of weaving. In addition, the issue of the technique and the looms
for silk samite from Late Roman and Early Medieval Egypt
is connected to questions about the origin of these textiles
(Barbara Köstner).
Testimony from papyrological texts combined with
experimental archaeology could provide new data about

Published in Maria Mossakowska-Gaubert, ed., Egyptian textiles and their production: ‘word’ and ‘object’ (Hellenistic, Roman
and Byzantine periods) (Lincoln, NE: Zea Books, 2020). doi 10.32873/unl.dc.zea.1078
1 Montex: Monks, Nuns and Textiles: Production, Circulation, and Distribution of Textiles in the Monastic Environment in
Egypt (4th-8th Centuries AD): This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement No 701479. Project is hosted by the �����������������
University of Copenhagen (Saxo-Institute: CTR), and its secondment institution is the Université Paris Ouest – Nanterre La Défense (France).
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another branch of textile technology and industry: dyeing
(Ines Bogensperger and Helga Rösel-Mautendorfer). What’s
more, dyeing or dyed fabrics are very often mentioned in
Greek literature, and the related vocabulary is very rich
(Peder Flemestad).
Textiles found on the “margins” of Egypt—Abu Sha’ar
on the Red Sea (Lise Bender Jørgensen) and El-Deir in
Kharga Oasis (Fleur Letellier-Willemin)—shed new light on
fibres (linen, wool, cotton), various decorative techniques
as tapestry or taqueté, as well as on the sociological context of textile use.
We have some information about the organisation of
textile production and trade in an oasis environment from
papyrological documentation. This documentation also
provides a reach vocabulary of textile industry (Jennifer
Cromwell). Request
�����������������������������������������������
papyrus letters, being a separate epistolary category, give testimony about various aspects of
textile production and use in late antique Egypt (Aikaterini
Koroli). In addition, the question of the function of an
ἱστωνάρχη—a title attested in documentary texts—seems
to be crucial to understanding the organising system of
professional textile production in Roman Egypt (Kerstin
Droß-Krüpe).
Lastly, when talking about the production of a garment, one should mention the practice of reusing finished
garments to create other garments. Completely new data
about this phenomenon are provided by the analysis of a
tunic preserved in the Louvre (Anne Kwaspen).
Alongside economic and sociological elements, all
of these studies, dealing with the history of techniques,

technology and work organisation, the provision of raw
materials, and the appearance of looms, combine all the
categories of written, archaeological and occasionally iconographic sources, in order to bring new elements to the
“puzzle” of the economic and social history of Egypt, as
well as opening new research perspectives.
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